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  “(Coney represents) a different world, a dream world, perhaps a nightmare world, where all is bizarre and fantastic….”


  - Frederic A. Thompson, “The Summer Show,” Independent, 62, June 20th, 1907


  “The long elaborate dream of mine hadn’t lasted a second. It wuz staged in the real Dream Land, for the awful drayma so soon to be enacted there, by the terrible actor, Fire! The most fearful and tragic actor on the hull stage of life.”


  - from Samantha At Coney Island and a Thousand Other Islands by Josiah Allen’s Wife, 1911, The Christian Herald
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  ONE


  June, 1901


  The woods were vicious, uneven, with a ground-level tapestry of jagged stones, briars, and saplings that caught her legs, causing her to stumble. Her face was bruised and bleeding, her scalp raw where hanks of hair had been ripped out. Beneath the skin her knee shifted painfully as if the cap were dislocated, and a raw strip of blood-spotted flesh dangled from her elbow. A molar had been knocked from her jaw and coughed out into the weeds somewhere behind her. Trails of pinked saliva clung to her chin and neck.


  The intensity of pain squeezed her mind until there were no thoughts, only the instinct to get out, get away, to run from the agony, to escape the torment.


  She ran, away from what she not did not know, toward what she could not fathom. She could no longer feel her feet in her shoes, could no longer focus on what lay ahead.


  But on she ran.


  At some point in time she came upon a hard-packed road that stretched in both directions, shaded by arms of tall and endless trees. Time was meaningless, as was the road. She only knew to take it, though not which direction to go. She turned and moved on, through the dust and insects and filtering sunlight, her feet dragging the road, her throat dry as old leaves.


  Then came a wagon.


  It moved up behind her, the wheels creaking, the leather harness squeaking, the mule’s hoof beats slow and determined.


  A voice called out, “Ah, look’a there! It’s a girl! She’s hurt bad!”


  It was a young voice, a boy’s. A colored boy’s.


  “Johnny, slow up. We gotta help her.”


  A man’s voice answered, the words deep, slow, measured. “We stop to help that young woman, and you know we be accused of doin’ whatever been done to her. Best say a prayer on her behalf and let her be.”


  “But she’s bleedin’! She’s cut up, banged up!”


  “I got eyes, Cittie. I see she’s bleedin’ and banged up.”


  The wagon moved up and around the young woman, so now she could see it out of the corner of her eye. There was an old, white-haired black man leaning over the reins. In the back were six or seven boys sitting on straw bales, all dark-skinned, all gazing with fascination and sadness.


  “Johnny! Stop!” It was one of the boys, one a head shorter than the others. He had close-cropped hair and his jacket was dark blue.


  The old man turned his head back. “Cittie, we got to be back home shortly. What you suggest we do with her?”


  “What would the Lord want us to do?”


  “Ah, now, don’t be throwin’ that at me! Lord know I mean well, best I can!” The old man drew the mule up. The animal snorted and stomped a front hoof on the road. Flies buzzed about its head. The young woman felt herself stop, too, as if someone had reined her in as well.


  “We got a doctor at the home,” said the boy. “He can fix her then send her off. Ain’t nobody gonna think nothin’ if they don’ know nothin’.’”


  “Cittie…”


  Several other boys now spoke up.


  “Yeah, Johnny, that’s the Christian thing to do. Don’ leave her here.”


  “We keep it quiet and nobody’ll know. Doc Fitzgerald won’t say nothin’.”


  The old man rubbed his mouth, sighed heavily, and then looked at the young woman with troubled eyes and furrowed brow. “Miss, you need a ride?”


  “‘Course she needs a ride!” said the boy called Cittie.


  “Hush, now! Miss?”


  The young woman turned fully toward the wagon, with its dark driver and its dark, wide-eyed passengers and the white lettering on the wagon’s side that read, “Hudson Colored Waifs’ Asylum.”


  She tried to nod, but the weight of the movement pitched her forward onto the road, and just before she passed out, she saw sympathetic faces swarming around her and felt small but steady arms cradle her and lift her up and off the cold, callous earth.


  TWO


  July, 1909


  The wooden chair was built to spin round and round, worked by a foot pedal in the closet and a hydraulic hose that ran through a hole in the wall and across the floor. There were four leather straps on the chair — one to secure each arm, one across the chest, and on down tight over the thighs — so that the man or woman on the ride would stay in place and could watch the scenes that would soon be flashed on the wall.


  So the rider couldn’t escape when he or she began to feel sick. Or justifiably terrified.


  At this particular moment, there was a dapper, pudgy gentleman in the spinning chair, though his dapperness was long gone. His eyes rolled and his mouth hung slack from the spinning. He tried to speak but the motion drove the words back into his throat, and only a pathetic whine escaped his lips. His skin was damp and pale, as if the color had been spun away against the walls. He smelled of sour sweat.


  The proprietor pumped the pedal in the closet and watched the spinning chair through a tiny window in the door. The proprietor’s grin was wide and quite pleased.


  The chair ride was located in the backroom of a tar-black, two-room shack. The shack was situated among countless other independent exhibits, trinket shops, shows, and snack booths within an area called the Bowery, a maze of stuffy, smoke-scented, alleyways between Coney Island’s Surf Avenue to the north, the shoreline to the south, Steeplechase Park to the west and Dreamland’s park to the east. Located at the back of a very narrow dead-end corridor off one of the main walkways, the tar-black shack was not the most popular amusement in the Bowery by any means. Most folks never saw it back in the shadows and passed on by, opting for the dance halls, snack shops, and stereograph booths where, for a penny or two, they could gaze into a wooden viewer at three-dimensional photographs of wild elephants or naked women. However, as long as enough holidayers found the shack with its intriguing red lettering — “Snow’s Symposium of Secrets and Surprises!” — and their curiosity was enough to cause them to part with their nickel to see the magic within, the goal was accomplished. All were welcomed to sit on a bench in the front room to view the sleight of hand and parlor tricks performed by Rex, the proprietor’s bald and towering assistant. Children and old folks alike were enthralled when cards disappeared and re-appeared, torn paper was made whole again, and coins were pulled from behind a customer’s ear.


  However, the backroom was reserved for those few special thrill-seekers. Adults only, lone souls. Those who inquired, asking, “What, may I ask, is in the room behind those curious velvet curtains?”


  Only those who would not be missed were invited to see.


  The proprietor pushed the pedal harder and the chair went round-round-round- round. The man’s arms spasmed on the rests. His chest heaved against the straps. His face contorted, his lips drawn back. Then the light went out and the projectors clicked on. Sharp-toothed rabbits and horned devils appeared instantly on the walls, dancing, dancing, up and down amid flashing reds and oranges.


  The man cried as round and round he went. Round and round as the devils and rabbits danced. Round and round, until the light in his eyes winked out.


  THREE


  August, 1909


  1


  Late summer had found a fat, fanciful plaything in Coney Island. Breezes, laced with grit and salt, pelted the bathhouses, pavilions, eateries, theaters, and rides in steady blows, tossed as a child would toss baseballs with giddy humor and anxious furor. Humidity lay on the land like an enormous dog, licking the skin of the revelers to taste and savor their sweaty delusions. The sun itself longed for the grand amusement parks as much as New York natives and foreign-speaking immigrants did, and spent its lazy hours gazing down through dazzling white turrets, spiraling spires, and grimy yet elegant Oriental towers to the streets and walkways, alleys and niches, jealous, as if wishing it could leave its lofty confines and join the gay merrymaking below. It busied itself as it could, burning the noses of children as they splashed in the briny waves along the shore, baking the paving blocks on the roads until they burst, and chasing shadows from alleys and doorways like a copper chasing pickpockets from the Culver Depot train platform.


  The four-storied Capital Hotel at the corner of West 19th and Surf Avenue was not exempt from summer’s sweltering taunts. The glass in the front door reflected a glare as harsh as a July firecracker, and the new pink paint on the exterior wall, dabbed on prior to opening for the season in May, was already splitting its seams. The hotel’s first-floor lobby window was pushed up and the counter clerk and hotel manager, momentarily disengaged from customers, took turns gulping air from the opening like fresh catch on a fishing boat. The faded blue and white awning above the entrance sagged mightily, as though Dreamland’s own Jolly Trixie had sat herself down on top of it to have a rest.


  There was a woman standing on the sidewalk outside the hotel, and she was screaming.


  An assembly of Coney visitors were gathered on Surf Avenue near the screamer, just off the trolley’s track so as not to be struck as it hummed its way east and west. The curious waggled fingers and walking sticks at the woman as if poking at her would help them understand what had her in such a state. She was not the only thing making a racket by any means; the air was littered with the loud rumblings of the nearby coasters on their steel tracks, the shrieks of the riders on Steeplechase’s wooden horses as they came around the bend across the street, festive men barking at passersby, offering etched ruby glass trinkets and postcards from pushcarts, brass bands bleating out one tune to the west and another to the east, and haughty new green Model T Fords honking at stray pedestrians along the avenue.


  But the screams of the woman outside the Capital were not of joy nor excitement nor surprise; they were of terror.


  Children with candy-stickied hands watched the woman from beneath droopy lids as if this were just another amusement put on for their entertainment — another Johnstown Flood or Fighting the Flames show. Mothers tugged at the children, pretending to pull them back and away, but not hard enough so that they, themselves, could stay and have a look at the shrieking lunatic. A few single girls in plume-covered hats and white shirtwaists were clustered by a telephone pole, holding on to each others’ arms, giggling and grimacing, while young single men in boaters and pastel vests feigned concern for the wailing woman but in truth kept an eye on the giggling girls.


  “Ohh, m’ God!” the woman bellowed in a heavy brogue, her fingernails digging tracks down her face. “M’ God help me help me, ohhh!”


  “Look at her,” said a teenaged boy in the crowd. “She’s ready to be bundled up and locked away in Bellevue, you ask me!”


  The boy’s friend, another teen with pimples the size of dimes, grinned broadly.


  “Oh God, what am I to do?” the woman cried. She shook like a dog in the cold.


  Suzanne Heath stood behind the group of gawkers, her arms wrapped about her waist, her fingers plucking a loose thread in the side seam of her yellow cotton blouse. A loose curl of auburn hair tickled her cheek. She tried to shake it back, but it stuck tightly to her damp skin. Her broad, unadorned straw hat protected her face from the sun’s harsh eye, yet it did nothing to keep her from perspiring profusely. She had changed as quickly as possible from her red bolero jacket and black Mexican skirt before coming to the Capital Hotel, figuring she already had one strike against her and that was being female. A woman and a lowly, costumed Luna Park ticket seller to boot, she knew she wouldn’t be taken seriously by many, especially not the officers of the Coney Island police force.


  Suzanne could see several tall, rounded police helmets above the crowd in front of the hotel. According to the lieutenant, the dead couple had been discovered just before six that morning, long before Coney’s parks and attractions were open for the day, before the first excursion boat and train brought a shipment of vacationers to the Coney Island piers and depots. It was now ten-thirty. Those who had spent the night in any of the local guest houses and hotels were up and about, breakfasting on fried egg sandwiches, boiled sausages, and glasses of milk or beer, waiting for the parks and independent attractions to open at ten. The Capital Hotel maid had begun her daily duties as the guests got up and went out, and had discovered the murdered couple in a fourth-floor room. The hotel manager alerted the police who blocked off the hotel for their investigation. Police presence usually didn’t cause a stir on Coney. Officers were kept visible by order of Captain Williamson so visitors would assume the place safe and swindlers and whores might think twice about plying their trade in plain sight.


  The hysterical woman had caused this stir on her own.


  “God help me, oh Lord m’ God, what am I ta do?” the woman wailed again. “Ohhh! She was with me jes yestiddy! Not ten hours ’go she was, with me in all of one piece! Ohhh sweet Jaysus!”


  Suzanne moved around the side of the crowd to have a better look, watching not to step in a fresh pile of horse manure, trying to avoid the pinwheeling arms of a young boy with fists full of melting, unwrapped chocolate.


  The screamer was middle-aged, with a face more masculine than feminine. Her light brown hair was knotted at the back of her neck, though she’d pulled quite a few strands loose in her terror; her hat was a flat pie pan of gray felt. There was a large mole on her cheek and her blue eyes were nearly invisible in the flush of her face. Vicious red streaks coursed her cheeks where she repeatedly slashed them with her nails.


  “Madam,” said one of the police officers in a stern voice. He was young, obviously a new recruit in his crisp double-breasted frock coat, and his frustration was clear. “Madam! There’s no need for the ruckus. We’ll be taking care of this. You’ll just make matters worse. Calm yourself.”


  “How can they be worse than they is?” the woman continued, her knees knocking beneath her skirt, making it flutter as if she was standing over a grate. “Yestiddy afternoon she tol’ me she was goin’ to get us tickets to Steeplechase, twenty-five rides for twenty-five cents, you know. She was goin’ to bring them tickets back to our room at the Seaside, and then we was goin’ to go there after havin’ a bite at the Clam Shack. ’Tween you ‘n’ me, I thought she was tryin’ to get away to see that bloody devil she’d met on the Bowery, and might be she was. But I’ve not seen ’er since she left and now there’s that dead couple in the Capital, mashed up! And no one will let me ’ave a look to see if it’s her!”


  “Get hold of yourself, madam,” said the policeman, “or I’ll have to haul you in for disturbing the peace and disrupting an investigation.” His compatriot, who had been stationed at the door to keep anyone from leaving or entering, nodded in agreement.


  “Ohh!”


  “I mean it. I’ll throw you in a cell until you are quiet! You been in a cell, all wet and full of maniacs and criminals? And spiders?”


  The woman just covered her face and continued to wail.


  Suzanne shouldered past the gawkers, removed one white cotton glove, and put her hand on the woman’s elbow. The woman turned instantly to Suzanne, flinching as if something painful had passed through her. She gave Suzanne a look which to others would have seemed quite odd, but a look which had become intimately familiar to Suzanne in her twenty-four years of life — a combination of shock, caution, and hope. The woman had sensed something peculiar and charged in that touch, something that caused her mouth to snap shut and her wail to dry up in her throat.


  “Who is she?” Suzanne asked gently. “Is she your sister?”


  “M’ sister, yes,” said the woman. Her voice was now raspy, almost a whisper. “My silly, careless, dearest sister! I’m brutal worried.”


  The young police officer stepped forward, shaking his head at Suzanne. “Go on now. We don’t need no others involved with this. We got enough to deal with, young lady.”


  Suzanne ignored the cop, and spoke again to the woman. “Why do you think something has happened to your sister? She’s gone off on her own before, hasn’t she? Gone off until morning without telling anyone?”


  “She…well, s’times she’s done that,” the woman said. Her brows drew together then. “How d’you know she’s done that before?”


  Suzanne knew, but didn’t say why she knew. “She’s a pretty woman, isn’t she?” she offered. “Brown hair like yours? Blue eyes?”


  The woman nodded, brows drawn.


  “Single women are likely to go off nowadays, don’t you think, with so many of them having their own spending money. Your sister makes her own money, doesn’t she?”


  The woman nodded. Her pie pan hat bobbed.


  “She sews garments during the week, the same as you?”


  The woman nodded again. “Yes, but how do you…?” she began.


  “Miss,” said the police officer, stepping between Suzanne and the woman and shaking his finger in Suzanne’s face. His breath smelled of coffee and there were some tiny, stray biscuit crumbs in his mustache. “I got this lady taken care of. Get on, now, out of here you go! This is police business.” He took her arm and tried to steer her away.


  “Yes, it is police business,” said Suzanne, pulling her arm free, “and that is why I’ve been called in. A boy brought me a note just a half hour ago.”


  The officer barked laughter. He turned to his partner barring the door. “Do you see this, Osier? Did you hear her? She says she’s been called in!”


  “What for?” asked Osier, a short, pale-haired officer who seemed to swim in the bulk of his uniform. “For moppin’ up the blood? The hotel’s got a maid for that, Miss, unless you got a special way with a bucket of water!”


  “What’s your sister’s name?” Suzanne asked the woman.


  “Her name’s Maude O’Connor.”


  “And yours?”


  “Mary O’Connor. We got them free tickets in the mail for the parks here. Never been, and so we was lookin’ forward to the trip. Now, oh! What am I t’do?”


  “Why don’t you give your report to the patrolman,” said Suzanne. She nodded toward the mustached officer. “That’s his job, to take notes. I’ll bet he even has a little pad of paper and a pencil in his fine new jacket there. He’ll need the details if your sister is truly missing. Try to calm down if you can. Right now, there is nothing else you can do. Do you understand? The best you can do for your sister is to cooperate with these men.”


  “I…” the woman began.


  “Do you understand? Tell him everything you can think of about your sister and her disappearance.”


  The woman nodded then glanced up at the officer, who scowled.


  “Just who the Hell do you think you are?” he demanded of Suzanne.


  A loud voice came from the crowd. “She’s here at my request.”


  The officers stared. Their lieutenant stood among the people at street side, his eyes shaded by the black brim of his flat cap, his single-breasted jacket set with the badge and the bar of his rank. He was a tall, heavyset man in his late fifties with a tanned, leathery face, silvered hair and a ragged scar on his chin.


  “Sir,” scoffed the mustached officer. “We appreciate a good laugh like the next fellow, but…”


  “Martin,” the lieutenant said, “take Miss O’Connor aside, transcribe her statement and do it carefully, as has been suggested. And the rest of you!” He gestured to the crowd with a wide sweep of his arm. “Be off, now, or I will authorize my men to thwack you on your ears with their clubs. Do you want to spend your holiday in the parks or in the hospital?”


  “You can’t do that,” challenged one of the young dandies, who had moved closer to the girls by the telephone pole. He winked at one and she winked back. “We ain’t done nothing wrong.”


  “Thwack him,” the lieutenant said to Officer Osier by the door. Osier snatched his club from his belt and went after the young man. The young man backed up, stepping into the manure Suzanne had avoided, his hands raised apologetically.


  “Joking, my man! Just joking!” the young fellow said.


  The crowd dispersed, the spectacle all but gone now that Mary O’Connor was no longer scratching her face and tearing her hair.


  The lieutenant waved Suzanne inside the hotel.


  The hotel manager and the clerk were still at the window, but they glanced around as Suzanne entered. Clearly they were as curious about the enlistment of this plain young woman as had been the officers outside. Around the lobby on threadbare upholstered chairs and settees were clumps of men and women, last night’s Capital’s guests who had not gone out for early breakfast, less-affluent Coney visitors dressed in their best yet well-worn skirts and blouses, jackets, trousers, and cracking leather shoes. They grumbled amongst each other, the ladies wilting into their handkerchiefs, the men scuffing their shoes back and forth on the floor and waving their faces with their hats. Two little boys were stretched out on the faux Turkish carpeting, grabbing for the hotel’s cat that had hid itself away beneath a small writing desk. An elderly officer, short and gruff and near-bald, was interviewing a man near the steps. Another officer was making sure the seated guests did not discuss the crime that had befouled the hotel.


  “Lieutenant Granger,” called the copper by the steps, pausing with his pencil raised, “they need you and,” he nodded at Suzanne, “and her upstairs. We’re staying with the guests down here until they can all be interviewed.”


  “Good, Wescott, thank you,” said Granger.


  “Room forty-six. Fourth floor. It’s a mess, sir, but you might already have guessed that.” The old officer watched Suzanne as he said this, as if certain no woman, regardless of the supposed value she might have to an investigation, would want to see what was up the flights of stairs.


  “I suspected it would be nothing short of a mess,” said Granger.


  The lieutenant headed for the stairs, Suzanne not far behind, wishing she was alone so she could wipe the tickling sweat from between her breasts. She was glad this hotel did not have an elevator. She had traveled on elevators several times, and several times was enough. She’d heard rumors that cables could snap and send one flying to the basement in a moment’s time, crushing thighs or breaking backs or worse. She didn’t doubt it for a moment.


  Granger bounced up the first flight of steps to show what a lively cop he was, then slowed down beneath his substantial weight on the last flight. Suzanne caught up with him on the third-floor landing, and, clutching her skirts to avoid tripping on the splintery boards, moved ahead of him.


  The fourth-floor hallway was long and narrow, with a blue-and-orange runner traveling its length. Faded bird-of-paradise wallpaper clung to the walls. Brass sconces with electric light illuminated the corridor poorly. An abandoned maid’s cart sat laden with linens and towels. The maid was near the far end of the hall, sitting on a stool with her face in her hands and her maid’s cap hanging precariously by a hairpin. She looked up at Suzanne and Granger, and Granger held up a finger for her to wait longer. She dipped her head back into her hands.


  Standing in the doorway of room46 was a police sergeant, black hair, crooked nose, his arms crossed and his eyes narrowed, not at the carnage inside the room but at Suzanne. It was clear he was disgusted by the idea that a woman had been called in to help on a case. A woman, no less, who didn’t even work in the precinct house as a clerk or telephone operator, but who sold tickets at the entrance to one of Coney Island’s amusement parks.


  “So this is your wonder lady?” he asked with a snort. “I don’t see much to her, you ask me.”


  “Let me introduce Miss Suzanne Heath, Sergeant Whitman,” said Granger, ignoring Whitman‘s tart quip. “The young lady I spoke to you about at the station. She’s a friend of my girl, Coralie.”


  No, not a friend, really, thought Suzanne. She’s a co-worker. We both sell tickets at Luna Park, that’s all. I have no true friends but Cittie.


  “Miss Heath has come here to give us a hand.”


  “A hand of what?” asked Whitman. “Spooks and spells and tea leaves? I can’t believe you’ve fallen for whatever shit she’s fed you.”


  “Mind your words, Whitman.”


  “Dung, then, or excrement. We get a call this morning that there’s been a murder, two murders, one of them a big shot. You tell me your daughter knows some Luna loony who claims to be able to see and feel things we can’t, and that perhaps she’ll be able to aid us on this case. Josiah, you want captain so badly you’d risk it on queer talk of reading minds or whatever magic Coralie claims your young lady can do?”


  “It is not magic, Whitman. I would call it a psychic connection, and I’m not risking a thing,” said Granger. Suzanne could hear it in his voice — he really wasn’t certain but hoped to heaven Coralie was right. “When a good police officer finds a useful tool, he uses it. Miss Heath can help or she can’t, we’ll see.”


  Suzanne didn’t give a donkey’s ass how Whitman felt about her. She knew men like him, knew their narrow minds and haughty attitudes. She had work to do, a duty to society, as much as she didn’t want to do it. She lifted her head high and turned sideways and made to go around him. He blocked her with his arm. She stopped short to keep from touching him.


  “So,” he said with a thin smile, rocking on the heels of his boots and pushing her back slightly with his arm. “Who do you think did the bloody deed? Perhaps the silly little maid out in the corridor, a jealous lover of the dead man here? Oh, no, that would have no drama, would it? How about President Taft? Your visions could throw our president into jail for murder, perhaps. I don’t have much of a liking for the fat old boy, anyway. Or maybe the owner of this rat’s nest of a hotel is the killer? Maybe the woman looked like his bad old auntie who used to beat him senseless, so he returned the favor. What’d you think?”


  “Too early to say,” Suzanne said. And then she leaned forward, narrowed her eyes, and whispered, “But one thing I can say for certain is that you best watch the way you treat your wife. Women are known to rise up when you least expect it, and bring you down quickly.”


  The sergeant drew back, stunned. Suzanne nodded at the thin, scabbed scratches on his face and the bruised knuckles on his left hand. Whitman’s teeth barred, but he said nothing. Suzanne and Granger entered the room.


  The bedchamber was a poor imitation of the upscale hotels east on Manhattan Beaches, with thin, moth-eaten curtains, a wobbly chair over which a green cotton skirt and gingham blouse had been draped, and a highboy with a door that hung at a tilt. A badly-silvered mirror was mounted on the wall over the washstand. On a bedside table was an electric lamp with a dragon base and red, tasseled shade. The place employed a maid, but clearly her only responsibilities were replacing linens on occasion. There were cobwebs in the corners of the ceiling and sandy grit and cigar ash on the floor.


  Suzanne removed her second glove and put the two into her skirt pocket. She glanced quickly past the tarnished, warped mirror then looked at the bed. She closed her eyes, caught her breath, and looked again.


  She had seen violent death before. During the cold months of her first off-season five years earlier, Suzanne had lived in a Brooklyn apartment several blocks from the East River’s Hell Gate. She’d worked as a clerk in a mattress and pillow shop, sharing a cramped flat with two other girls, hotheaded and determined greenies from Scotland. One worked as a chicken decapitator in a poultry factory and the other a sanitary assistant in the local hospital. In this city, far removed from the elegance of Tarrytown on the Hudson where Suzanne had been born and had spent her earliest years, death was harder, faster, and angrier. In Brooklyn there was a world of possibilities when it came to illness, injury, and demise. She’d seen bodies in all stages of disrepair and dismemberment: children dead from consumption and starvation, women dead in the midst of childbirth with the babies’ wet heads staring lifelessly from between their mothers’ legs; bodies of bargemen pulled from the East River, mottled and fish-gnawed; corpses in sweltering tenements, undiscovered for days, bloated and whistling with escaping gasses.


  And there was never a time that her heart did not leap and twist, not a time she did not offer a brief prayer for the soul of the one who had died…if there was a God listening or caring. If there was such thing as a soul.


  Usher this poor spirit into Your presence for ever and ever, and into something better than that which grim life has offered. If You are real. If You care.


  The face of the woman on the bed had been smashed beyond recognition. Her features were gone, ripped away, leaving little but bone fragments, bloody tissue, and some glistening brain matter on the pillow sham. Dark blood had soaked into the pillow, the bedspread around her shoulders, and into her partially unfastened corset. At the foot of the bed were her gingham blouse and green cotton skirt, tangled up, spattered. The man was dead on the floor beside the bed, on his knees and leaning against the mattress, his head likewise crushed, with rivulets of blood and strands of bone and flesh dangling down his back and chest. He was dressed still, wearing an expensive starched shirt and vest, black tie, tan trousers and well-polished shoes. His stiffened fingers were raised and linked with the fingers of his dead lover, much the same as they might have been linked hours earlier while laughing and tripping on Steeplechase’s Funny Staircase.


  “Mary O’Connor was right,” said Suzanne. “This is her sister Maude.”


  “You know that for certain?” asked Granger, while at the door Whitman blew air noisily through his lips.


  Suzanne nodded. “Outside, I touched Mary. I felt myself then as her, sometime yesterday afternoon. She was talking to her sister, talking to Maude.” For the barest moment, Suzanne had been the woman, standing on a wooden plank walkway in the fading sunlight, shaking her head and saying in a particularly amused and shrill voice, “Oh, Maude, ’ave you heard of the Blowhole Theater? Ladies’ skirts fly up and everybody laughs whilst their chumps has their bums stuck with a cattle prod by a little clown! We’ll go there and we’ll have ourselves quite the lark!” Suzanne had felt the uncomfortable tightness of the woman’s sweaty corset and the pinch of her too-small shoes. She could taste remnants of the corn and cabbage Mary’d had for lunch. She felt a rush of the woman’s excitement and sheer joy, passing through her heart like a flock of butterflies, and then it was gone, there was nothing more. But there was no doubt that the woman to whom Mary had been talking was Maude O’Connor, dressed in her green cotton skirt and gingham blouse.


  Whitman sneered. “Mary O’Conner could’ve told us that herself, should we’d let her up here to have a peek at the dead woman. Surely you can do better than this, Miss Heath. See if you can determine what weapon was used to cause all that blood there. See if you can describe the face of the killer for us.”


  Suzanne moved to the foot of the bed, keeping her eyes averted from the carnage. She touched the blanket roll and took slow breaths, waiting for something, anything…


  Then there was a tug at the corner of her eyes and a sense of lightheadedness. Across her field of vision a sudden snap of something white, something like an egret’s wing or a sheet flapping on a line.


  Bright, swirling white.


  Then it was gone.


  “Where you get this talent, Miss Heath?” said Whitman. “Who whispers in your ear and tells you things we can’t hear?”


  This killing had something to do with the color white, she was certain.


  “Must be old Satan himself talking to you, little lady,” snorted Whitman. “You and the devil bosom buddies?”


  Suzanne turned to glare at Whitman, who flinched though just barely, clearly surprised by the venom in her eyes.


  Satan himself has got you in his clutches, Suzanne’s mother had said when Suzanne was a child. Right there in the palm of his red, fiery hand, whispering secrets into your very ear. What a curse I have with a daughter such as you! It would have been better if you had died in my womb.


  Suzanne shook her head to hush her mother’s voice, and then focused on the crime scene.


  Maude O’Connor’s petticoat was twisted beneath her but not torn, her stockings were snagged in several places but not ripped. There appeared to be no scratches or bruising on her arms or legs. Likewise, her one-time lover seemed to have been caught unawares, kneeling by her bedside, drunk and sappy and perhaps proposing marriage to the girl with whom he had spent the afternoon, who might have let him fondle her breasts inside the dark, warm recesses of Luna’s Dragons Gorge ride. A marriage proposal after such a day, regardless of how insincere, might give him access to the girl’s own dark, warm recesses for the night.


  Then someone had come into the room and killed them. Unheard, unseen by the lovers. Maude had wet herself as she died. The scent of urine on the bedspread was strong.


  Suzanne waited, her stomach roiling, her jaw tight, bearing down into her mind, waiting for something, anything more than just a vision of white, to help her know who had done this hideous act.


  “Tell us what you found before we got here,” Granger ordered Whitman. “You had a full half hour in this room before we arrived.”


  “I’ve made my sketches,” said Whitman, tapping his pocket where the outline of a notebook could be detected. “And I, myself, found the weapon. It’s right there, under the edge of the rug by the window.” He walked to the rug and pushed back the corner with the toe of his boot, revealing a claw hammer covered in rust.


  “What were you waiting for, in not telling me?”


  “Oh, you’d have found it,” said Whitman. “But I wanted that woman to prophesy where it was, what it was.”


  Suzanne said, “I’m quite certain that isn’t the weapon. I believe you brought it here, rubbed it in the blood, then hid it beneath the rug so you could claim a bit of credit for the find.”


  Whitman stalked forward into the room, his hand lifted, as if he would slap Suzanne. Suzanne drew up her shoulders but stood still. Were he to strike her, she would strike him back with her fist, and for her size she could pack a fairly powerful punch.


  But Granger said, “Whitman! Halt right there!”


  Whitman stopped but did not look at his superior. Rather, he continued to stare at Suzanne. “Bitch! How dare you accuse me of tampering?”


  Suzanne stared at him coolly. “I don’t make casual accusations.” She wouldn’t be surprised if he’d planted the weapon, the way he had glanced at the rug’s corner with a certain dark glee. And why would the murderer have hidden it in the room rather than take it along with him? Any sensible person would question that. So no, Suzanne wasn’t sure Whitman had planted the weapon, but either way it didn’t hurt to knock him down a couple pegs.


  Granger looked between the two, his face hard, his breaths coming through his teeth. Then he jabbed a finger at Whitman. “Get out of here! Get back to the precinct house! On my return we’ll both see the captain, and he’ll hear tell how you tried to interfere with these investigations.”


  “But you can’t believe this witch!” declared Whitman. “She’s lying! I’m honest as the day is long!”


  “You’ll have your chance to state your case when I get back. Now go!”


  “Damn this whole thing! Damn it to Hell, and this bitch with it all!” Whitman left the room, casting an enraged glance over his shoulder at Suzanne. Weapon-planter or not, with such a temper she hoped his career would be done for in short order.


  “So,” said Granger, pushing the door shut. His face was flushed with anger or embarrassment or both. He mopped his forehead with his handkerchief. “Can you help on this, Miss Heath? You proved yourself to Coralie regarding her…incident. But can you help us find the killer?”


  “We’ll see.” She stepped over the body of the man and stood flush against the bed. Slowly, reluctantly, she walked her fingers across the coverlet to the dead woman’s hand and cupped it. She held and waited, looking up at the cheap painting of a flower garden over the headboard so as not to see the head of Maude O’Connor, so as not to look at the smashed and bloody bits on the pillow sham. Life here one moment and gone the next, and often in tragic, hideous turns of fate.


  The hand was cold and stiff, the skin tight and dry like that of the crippled crocodile “Bullrushes” in the poorly-attended Pharaoh’s Daughter show in Luna Park. Cold, knotted, and offering nothing.


  Come now, she thought. If I have to do this, let me do it and have it over.


  She let out a breath, bore down, waited. But there was nothing.


  She let go of the hand. Bracing herself, she placed her hand gently on the mangled forehead. It was pulpy, sticky, chilled. She pressed down slightly and felt a very slight warming beneath her fingers, waited. Her visions came in two fashions — some came without coaxing, unexpected and unbidden, others came through careful focus that more often than not left her with a headache that lasted for days. Never were the visions truly wanted. Most often they were dreaded.


  Dreaded and dreadful.


  Such was the case of Faith Gansy, many years in the past. Suzanne didn’t want to know but it was her chore to know, and when she experienced the dreadful truth and told what she knew, she had made to suffer for knowing, for telling. Faith, sweet little Faith. Such tragedy, such a cruel act of…


  “Miss Heath?”


  Suzanne shook her head and stepped away from the bed, over the dead man on the floor. She knelt, touched him for a moment, and again, sensed nothing. Standing, she wiped her bloody hand on her skirt, causing Granger to cringe. “I’m sorry,” she said. “The woman is Maude O’Connor, but that’s all I know. I saw something white a few minutes ago, but I have no idea what that could mean.”


  “White. Do you mean a name, White?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t think so, but I’m not sure.”


  “Oh.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “All right.”


  “Perhaps something will come to me later.”


  “Perhaps.”


  “When you sent for me your message said you already knew who this man is.” Suzanne nodded at the body on the floor.


  “Yes,” said Granger. He hesitated. “It’s Alexander Harper, assistant Alderman. In spite of the…damage…I recognized him the moment I got here this morning, those shoes, that ring. And there is a leather pouch in his pocket with his calling cards. I’d always knew he liked a shoddy trifle every now and then. Oh.” He shook his head. “His wife will blame everyone but him, even though she never cared much for her husband. Feel sorry for his young children, though. Four of them, you know.”


  Suzanne didn’t know.


  “What kind of man would kill, and in this manner, I wonder? What kind of hideous animal is he? And to kill such a prominent figure.”


  “I read in the news of a killing in Coney just two weeks ago,” said Suzanne, one hand going to her hip. “A young man. No one knew where he was from or who he was. He got drunk and in a fight. He was robbed, stabbed, and left under Steeplechase Pier.”


  “Without meaning to sound incapable or inefficient, Miss Heath, yes, we do have our occasional murders on Coney. That in and of itself is not unusual. And between the two of us, some of the dead are those who, well, are just as well off dead.”


  “Better off dead?”


  Granger nodded, obvious to Suzanne’s expression of disgust. “But now it seems we have a murderer that not only killed two persons, and in a more hideous fashion I cannot imagine, but he killed a very important man. I think our killer might have political retributions to make, a bloody statement he may want known. It does not seem careless, this killing. It was planned by a devious and diseased mind. Will he kill again? That is what I’m asking myself now.” He hesitated, looked the floor, his eyes spinning for a moment as if he were watching an insect. Then his voice steeled and he said, “You must swear to keep Harper’s name to yourself.”


  “I don’t swear.”


  “Apologies, Miss Heath, but hear me. I know, Whitman knows, you know, and our captain knows. The rest of the officers will catch wind before the day is up and they’ll be sworn to secrecy. But no one else can find out, do you understand? It is as important to keep this under wraps for as long as possible as we hunt Harper’s killer and bring him to justice.”


  “And for justice for Maude O’Connor, as well.”


  “What? Oh, yes.”


  Suzanne tilted her head. “And what about the man found under Steeplechase Pier? Have you spent a great deal of time and effort searching for his murderer?”


  Granger opened the door and the two went into the hallway. The maid was still there, and she glanced up, her eyes weary and wrung out from crying. “Go on down,” said Granger. “Wait for me in the lobby.” She nodded, pulled herself up, and moved off toward the stairs. “Damn Whitman,” Granger grumbled. “His job was to talk to that woman.”


  “What of the stabbed man’s justice?” Suzanne pressed.


  Granger shrugged. “Chippies and drifters are just that, no surprise, no real matter to anyone but their family and friends, if they have any. I don’t mean to sound harsh, but that’s the truth. I only have time to deal in the truth. Alexander Harper is…was…young, rich, and popular. Alderman George Mansfield’s favorite nephew. Harper’s fellows liked him quite a bit. He was primed to move up.” Granger tugged at his cuffs then headed down the hallway. “I’m lucky to be a police lieutenant, Miss Heath. A bad turn of luck can pull that out from under me. Mind you, I wouldn’t tell you who he is…was…if I didn’t have high hopes you could help. I am not into magic. Magic is for children and ignorant immigrants and savages. We’ve in an age now of science and sensible thinking. But I thought that, I hoped maybe…” He trailed for a moment. Then, “We must find the killer in this case.” He stopped at the top of the steps, holding his head up high as if feeling that the more he spoke, the more authority he lost.


  “Again, I’m sorry I was no help.”


  “All right, then.”


  As Granger started down the stairs, Suzanne paused to gaze out the hall window overlooking Surf Avenue. Across the street was Steeplechase Park, its enormous glass-enclosed Pavilion of Fun dominating the scene, along with George Tilyou’s self-proclaimed “World’s Largest Ferris Wheel,” the now-defunct steel Giant Seesaw, holding its two empty wheels
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